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Terrorism influences the lives of many Australians.  A concept that was once 
discussed primarily by the academic and intelligence communities now 
saturates popular culture.  Some view this as an odd phenomenon as a 
significant act of terrorism has never occurred in Australia.  The attacks in 
New York, Bali, Madrid, and London have created a culture of fear in these 
regions.  Australians do not share these feelings as what many believe to be 
fear is not rationalised in the same way.  The likelihood of terrorism in 
Australia has become secondary to the impact of the threat of terrorism.  This 
is particularly so when attending work.  In New York, Madrid and London the 
employed community were not incidental victims; they were targets by design.  
In this paper, preliminary results of qualitative research conducted in 
organisations in inner city Melbourne is presented.  I conclude that Australians 
do not fear terrorism but dread its occurrence.  Despite there being no specific 
terrorist threat to Australia many people perceive a threat that significantly 
affects their lives especially when at work.  These affects include significant 
discrimination at work, increasing occupational stress and changing 
organisational culture.   
 
 






The influence of recent terrorist violence on people in many regions is undeniable.  
“Terrorism”, once the domain of investigative journalists, narrowly focussed 
intellectuals and political radicals, is now a common talking point in most levels of 
Australian culture.  Australians feel directly affected by terrorism in New York, Bali, 
Madrid and London and speak of personal fears, uncertainty and disgust associated 
with the potential for the carrying out of further acts.  Australia’s experience with the 
present wave of terrorism is unique in that we have no experience.  Large scale 
terrorism has never occurred in Australia.  Nonetheless many are concerned 
believing that an analogous attack could occur in a major Australian city.  The targets 
for the New York, Madrid and London attacks were working people.  The employed 
populations in Australian cities are subsequently victimised by the threat.  For the 
people of New York, Bali, Madrid and London, terrorism is something real and 
tangible, the outcomes of which are measurable and terrorism is known as 
something to fear.  For Australians it is a spectre, a looming ogre, the outcome of 
which is uncertain and unfathomable.  It is something to dread.  Terrorism is defined 
as ‘politically [including ideologically, religiously or socially – but not criminally] 
motivated violence, directed generally against non-combatants, intended to shock 
and terrify, to achieve a strategic outcome’ (Williams, 2004: 7).  In this paper the 
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threat of terrorism in Australia and how it is perceived by people working in inner city 
Melbourne is examined.  Preliminary research findings conducted in five 
organisations is presented and shows that the threat has led to three significant 
workplace impacts; discrimination at work, increasing occupational stress, and 
cultural change.  This is a severe outcome considering significant terrorist acts have 
occurred only on foreign soil.  It is argued that Australians do not fear the threat of 
terrorism but dread it and that this has a unique impact and a more damaging affect. 
 
 
Fear and dread 
 
 
…where there was nature and earth, life and water, I saw a desert landscape 
that was unending, resembling some sort of crater, so devoid of reason and 
light and spirit that the mind could not grasp it on any sort of conscious level 
and if you came close the mind would reel backward, unable to take it in. 
    Patrick Bateman (Easton Ellis, 1991: 360). 
 
Fear and dread are not the same thing.  Kierkegaard (1944) in The Concept of Dread 
argues that fear is something rational.  It is directly attributable to an historical and 
empirical cause, has been previously measurable, and one rationally assumes that 
the consequences will be similar in future occurrences whilst being mindful of 
additional variables that can easily be factored.  The threat of terrorism in New York 
and London has this rational quality for those who live and work there.  When the 
attacks were over and time passed, New Yorkers and Londoners knew they had 
survived and will again.   
 
Dread is fear that is absent of the rational.  As Kierkegaard (1944: 38) writes; ‘I 
must…call attention to the fact that it is different from fear and similar concepts which 
refer to something definite, whereas dread is freedom’s reality as possibility for 
possibility’.  Kierkegaard (1944) uses Biblical references to Adam and Eve to 
illustrate this distinction.  As God hands to Adam prohibitions he also hands the 
consequences of disobeying; ‘Thou shalt surely die’.  Death, of course, is devoid of 
meaning to the first person.  The emotion it strikes is dread or a fear of nothing.  
Dread and the object of dread, were such a thing possible, have a dialectical 
relationship (Kierkegaard, 1944: 38).  The object of dread is nothing yet when nothing 
ceases to exist, when it is or becomes something, dread rescinds and is replaced by 
fear.  Heidegger (1929) uses these themes in his lecture on ‘What is Metaphysics?’.  
Fear, in Heidegger’s (1929: para 21) view, is connected to this or that person or thing 
and causes chaos in the fleeing from that ensues.  When experiencing dread this 
chaos is replaced by a calm that Heidegger (1929: para 23) describes as ‘ill at ease’.   
 
Dread in the face of…is always dread for…, but not for this or that.  The 
indeterminateness of that in the face of which and for which we become 
anxious is no mere lack of determination but rather the essential impossibility 
of determining it 
           (Heidegger, 1929: para 22). 
 
When there is nothing to flee from one does not flee.  New Yorkers can choose to 
avoid tall buildings and the inner city areas and Londoners can choose to not use 
public transport.  Australians have nothing to rationally avoid in order to feel safe. 
The fear of terrorism in Australia is, empirically and historically, a fear of nothing.  As 
such, it is impossible to know whether an attack will be devastating or a mere 
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inconvenience, cause numerous casualties or none, and destroy infrastructure or 
cause a temporary interruption.  The nothing, subsequently is not entirely nothing.  It 
is the possibility of something that can not be fathomed.   
Heidegger (in Kaufmann, 1956: 206-221) in ‘The Quest for Being’ argues that the 
concept of nothing and nothingness are not as simple as their common usage.  
Thought in the Western world discards nothingness as an unhelpful aside to what 
should be grasped; that which is.  Nothingness should be of no relevance to any 
rational individual.  Nothing is therefore das Nichtige, null and void, proving the very 
possibility of nothingness.  Nothing indeed only exists as a description of something 
that is not there and the very negation of that which one believes exists.  For this 
discussion, the absence of an act of terror is the source of fear for Australians.  Had 
an attack occurred, it could be examined, measured, understood and planned for.  
Instead, there is only speculation. 
 
A significant act of terrorism has never occurred in Australia and Australian’s 
experience the threat in this way.  One can be defiant in tragedy and vow to not let 
the terrorists win by carrying on business as usual when an act occurs.  In the 
absence of tragedy all that exists is a void; an ambiguous chasm.  This is especially 
so when media accentuation of the threat feeds this fear of nothing.  People are 
adverse to ambiguity when it presents routinely and when the ambiguity of dread is 
caused by the threat of terrorism, something monumental and potentially 
catastrophic, it becomes unbearable.    
 
 
The threat of terrorism without terrorism 
 
 
As colleagues frequently point out, terrorism has occurred in Australia on a number 
of occasions.  The most notable was the bombing at the Hilton Hotel in Sydney in 
1978 (Hocking, 2004: 83).  A bomb placed in a rubbish bin near the hotels’ entrance 
at George Street detonated killing two council workers and a police officer.  The 
bomb coincided with the Commonwealth Heads of Government Regional Meeting 
(CHOGRM) that was commencing that day.  The Hotel housed several delegates.  
Following the attack it was quickly characterised by the security community and 
politicians as the first act of terrorism in Australia (Hocking, 2004: 101).  Ignored were 
the various incidents of terrorism in the Yugoslavian community and other acts 
associated with the Indian High Commission, and the Family Court (Hocking, 1993).  
A report on terrorism and the threat to Australia, the Protective Security Review, 
prepared by Justice Hope and released in 1979 argued that international terrorism 
potentially posed a threat to Australia ‘in response to foreign issues’ (Hocking, 2004: 
111).   
 
These acts, however, do not factor in the perceptions of people working in inner city 
Melbourne.  When asked what terrorism is, respondents were generally unable to 
explain conceptually preferring to use examples of terrorism and terrorists.  In no 
instance was any reference made to an act of terrorism carried out in Australia.  
Respondents believe terrorism is exemplified by September 11, the Bali bombings 
the Madrid attacks, the London attacks, and the insurgency in Iraq.  Terrorists were 
Osama Bin Laden and the al-Qaeda network, Islamic extremists and radical 
nationalists.  As such, perceptions of the terrorist threat are not linked to historical 
occurrences in Australia but to acts perpetrated in other parts of the world (interviews 
conducted at five organisations in inner city Melbourne, September 2004 – January 
2005 and July 2005).     
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Terrorism, nonetheless, has a persuasive impact on Australian lives.  Since 
September 11, many Australians believe that terrorism is an inevitable occurrence.  
In a poll conducted by the Sydney Morning Herald found that 68% of adults believe 
terrorists would strike in Australia before too long (Michaelsen, 2005: 330).  In a 
study conducted by The Lowy Institute (Cook, 2005), ‘international terrorism’ is 
viewed as the third most worrying outside threat behind nuclear proliferation, and 
global warming and ranking ahead of international disease, population growth, and 
China’s growth.  Surprising findings considering Australians, unlike Americans, 
Spaniards, the British, and all people’s that endure terrorist violence, only experience 
the threat indirectly.   Indonesian extremism is often cited as a possible source of 
terrorism in Australia, however the publicly available information is incomplete and 
does not suggest a specific threat (Wright-Neville, 2004).  The threat is described by 
Michaelsen (2005: 330) as a ‘general assumption’ that terrorists are trying to carry 
out acts in Australia.   
 
According to Michaelsen (2005: 321), in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks 
Australians did not perceive the threat as a significant concern due to Australia’s 
geographical ‘insulation’.  It was not until the attacks in Bali, when terrorism arrived 
on ‘Australia’s doorstep’, that this ‘ill-fated perception’ was exposed.  September 11 
had a far greater affect than Michaelsen (2005) identifies albeit decisively different 
from that felt in the United States.  Fear in the United States was bound in the event 
whilst for Australian’s it was bound in nothingness and the possibility of possibility.  
To argue that this was heightened due to the Bali bombings is true but only to 
intensify the dread in providing the illusion of rational fear and not because it signified 
terrorisms’ arrival on our “doorstep”.  The attacks in London have reinforced this 
hyperdread.  Australians feel close allegiances to the British with so many 
Australians descending from, visiting, living and working in the country.  Many have 
personal stories to tell from the London bombings despite only one Australian 
perishing.  Many knew somebody who was meant to catch one of the trains but 
missed it that day, and others who were supposed to be there but for unforeseen 
reasons were elsewhere (interviews conducted with individuals in inner city 
Melbourne, July 18 and 19, 2005).   
 
These stories, far from providing the rationality for fear, elevate terrorism to the status 
of “urban legend” with their cautionary element combined with the personalised angle 
that make shock, outrage and dread an inevitable consequence for those who listen.  
Perhaps more alarming in the aftermath of the London attacks were the stories of the 
perpetrators and their British citizenship, their seeming humanity and normalness, 
and their love of popular past times.  The terrorists were seemingly not shady, 
fringed, and radical but were people like you, me, us and them (BBC News, 2005; 
Whitlock and Linzer, 2005).   
 
 
The media and terrorism threat perceptions 
 
 
Australians have never witnessed a significant act of terrorism in Australia.  Despite 
this, the terrorist threat is perceived to be a primary source of “fear” (Michaelsen, 
2005; Cook, 2005; interviews conducted at five organisations in inner city Melbourne, 
September 2004 – January 2005 and July 2005).  The availability of extensive 
information about terrorism and its threat fuels this when presented in a 
sensationalist and provocative way.  The media has often been accused of this and 
Australians understand the threat of terrorism based on their media consumption. 
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The relationship between media organisations, military, intelligence and policing 
agencies, politicians and the public has long been strained by issues relating to 
media coverage of terrorism (Alexander and Latter, 1990: xi).  Terrorist organisations 
have been able to communicate and propagandise the public via the freedom of the 
press afforded in democratic societies.  Margaret Thatcher coins this to be the 
terrorists’ ‘oxygen of publicity’ (Wilkinson, 1990: 30).   Wilkinson (1990: 30-1) argues 
that terrorist organisations utilise various mediums (‘TV, radio, and the tabloid press’) 
for four objectives; 
 
1. To convey the propaganda of the deed and to create extreme fear 
among their target group 
2. To mobilize wider support for their cause among the general population 
and international opinion by emphasizing such themes as the 
righteousness of their cause and the inevitability of their victory 
3. To frustrate and disrupt the response of the government and security 
forces , for example, by suggesting that all their practical antiterrorist 
measures are inherently tyrannical and counterproductive or an 
unnecessary overreaction 
4. To mobilize, incite, and boost their constituency of actual and potential 
supporters and in so doing to increase recruitment, raise more funds and 
inspire further attacks 
(Wilkinson, 1990: 30-1).  
 
Access to the media can allow these objectives to be actively pursued and lends 
legitimacy and credibility to terroristic courses of action.  Through spokespeople, 
media sympathisers, ‘political front’ organisations, and apologists, terrorists use mass 
media to enhance their standing in society, attract new funding and recruits, and new 
support structures (Wilkinson, 1990: 31).   
 
The media similarly benefits and their relationship with terrorism is described as 
symbiotic (Schmid, 1989; Leitzinger, 2004).  Terrorism is a popular reading topic and 
when it occurs newspapers sell, news programs are watched and members of the 
public become naïve terrorism experts.  In such an environment ridiculously inflated 
perceptions of the terrorism threat occur.  The role of the media in terrorism 
perception creation is illustrated in a study conducted at the University of Maryland.  
Respondents in the United States were asked questions on several issues relating to 
terrorism in the lead up to the war in Iraq.  This information was correlated with their 
media consumption with appalling results.  Dramatic misperceptions were uncovered.  
These include; 68% of respondents believe that the Iraqi government were directly 
involved in the September 11 attacks 13% of whom believed that conclusive 
evidence proving this existed, 53% believed that the Iraqi incursion uncovered 
evidence proving that al-Qaeda and the government in Iraq were ‘connected’, 48% 
believed that the Islamic world supported the Iraqi incursion, and 35% believed that 
Islamic people believed it made the middle-east more stable (Kull et al., 2003: 6).   
 
Respondents were then asked to nominate their most consumed media networks or 
publications.  The study found the most misconceived audience were Fox News 
viewers with 80% citing more than one misperception (Kull et al., 2003: 13).  CBS 
ranked second with 71% of viewers holding more than one misperception.  Fox News 
and CBS are two of the largest and most watched news sources in the United States 
and increasingly around the world.  Over every category of the study these networks 
consistently produced an erroneous audience.  In research conducted in five inner 
city Melbourne organisations (September 2004 – January 2005 and July 2005) 
respondents expressed significant concerns that terrorism will inevitably occur in a 
major Australian city.  Whilst research is necessary to determine what influence the 
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Australian media has in creating and maintaining these perceptions, it is certain the 
media plays a significant role.  Unfortunately this does not lead to a better 
understanding of terrorism and the threat, and it does not allow for alertness without 
alarm.  Instead, it delivers an unnecessary victory to the “terrorists” attacking 
Australia prior to their apparent existence.  The only outcome is hyperdread; the 
characteristic of a society in which the threat is sustained by “nothingness”. 
 
 
Perceiving the threat at work 
 
 
Whether the threat is irrational or merely inflated its existence cannot be disputed.  
Not as a causal consequence of terrorism but as an end in itself.  Its affect is 
significant in changing many aspects of Australia the most important of which has 
occurred in the workplace.   
 
In research conducted in five inner city organisations in Melbourne three key impacts 
are observed; workplace discrimination, increasing occupational stress, and cultural 
change.  Participants were questioned on many issues including perceptions of what 
terrorism is and its effect on many aspects of their workplace.  The participating firms 






I certainly treated people differently.  As soon as an Arabian, a Musso, as 
soon as a Muslim walked in, what I classify as a Mussi, I would genuinely try 
to stay away from them only because I didn’t want to come into contact or 
have to deal with people like that.  It sounds a bit racist, but, just the 
mentality after September eleven and what you see on TV does make me 
have this kind of…feeling…When you see things like big headlines, things in 
Iraq.  They take this particular person, execute them, suicide bombings.  
Then you go off to work and you think to yourself f*%#!  Something like that 
could happen today.  As soon as you see that race of people you think to 
yourself, what have they got planned next?  What are they doing?  What are 
they conspiring to do?  That’s it.     
   (Respondent 2, interview in retail firm, December 5, 2004). 
 
A number of respondents expressed feelings of distrust and apprehension towards 
those perceived to fit the stereotype of a ‘terrorist’.  In their view, a “terrorist” is 
determined by race and skin colour, accent, dress, country of origin, religious and 
political views, and the ability to speak a language other than English.  Several 
respondents with these views believed they were irrational.  As one describes; 
 
…(I) took a different view of people when they came in (coworkers and 
clients/customers) after September eleven.  It’s is not something I 
deliberately took upon myself to do… And it may be that they are as Aussie 
as you or I, but at the same time, if they look a certain way, I judge them 
straight away. 
  (Respondent 6, interview in retail firm, December 30, 2004). 
 
Despite such acknowledgements discrimination became a workplace diversity 
management problem in most situations manifesting as conflict, poor service, and 
decreased job satisfaction.  In several instances conflict arose when ‘foreign’ 
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coworkers were questioned about their political and religious views and ‘who’s side’ 
they were on.  Others were unwilling to work in the vicinity of certain people they 
perceived fit a Muslim or Arab stereotype.  Poor service was subsequently a 
problem, particularly in the retail sector where employees and managers expressed 
unwillingness to serve those perceived as Muslim or Arab.  On one occasion, an 
entire staff refused to serve a customer they had deemed to be a potential terrorist. 
 
This is going to sound bad.  But you should have seen this guy.  He was 
clearly a Mussi or something.  He was wearing a big coat.  He had a bag.  I 
mean come on.  You just knew he was up to something.  It was obvious.   
  (Respondent 16, interview in retail firm, July 11, 2005). 
 
Job satisfaction reduction is felt by those who perceived that the threat is high and 
who work in the proximity of people perceived as Muslim or Arab.  Respondents 
believe that their work had added stress and contained ‘problems we have never had 
to face before’ (Respondent 3, interview in legal firm, December 5, 2005).  Following 
the London bombings in July, respondents reported decreased satisfaction whilst 
commuting to work due to an increased ‘awareness’ of the potential for rail and bus 
vehicles and infrastructure to be targeted by terrorists.  It was not uncommon for rail 
commuters to report watching those suspected of being terrorists for entire journeys, 
in some instances an hour and longer (Respondent 18, interview in administrative 






Respondents reported an increase in occupational stress attributable to their 
perceptions of the terrorist threat.  The increase is considered minor yet significant 
enough to affect job satisfaction, motivation and willingness to attend work.  Several 
respondents at the same retail firm explained an event that occurred.  At the 
beginning of a work day there was a power outage that resulted in a workplace wide 
‘black out’ and the activation of an alarm.  In the brief panic that followed there was 
yelling, screaming and general apprehension.  A respondent explains this event;   
 
…people just freaked out.  Even when only a fire alarm goes off people think 
the worst.  It is like there is a ranking in peoples minds where you may have 
fire first (the first potential cause of the disruption), terrorism second and 
something else third.  It is funny that it would even rate a mention.  And that’s 
the thing.  If they were going to carry out an attack it wouldn’t be here  
   (Respondent 7, interview in financial firm, January 6, 2005). 
 
Others report waiting for someone to announce that it was terrorism (Respondents 8, 
9 and 10, interviews in financial firm, January 7-10, 2005).  In the aftermath of this 







Many respondents reported change in their workplace following September eleven.  
Such change includes technology upgrades, greater securitisation, and worsened 
fear and anxiety.  A respondent from a legal firm described concern regarding the 
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use of a ‘swipe-card’ system at major doors throughout their workplace (Respondent 
15, interview in legal firm, January 15, 2005).   
 
It just worries me that whilst the technology is designed to provide safety and 
better security, it can be used for other reasons.  Like, how do I know that 
when I swipe my card management is not watching where I am.  I guess I 
have to assume they are.  What right do they have to do that?  I am not a 
suspect.  I couldn’t be a terrorist.  But I am being watched like I am?  It 
doesn’t seem right. 
  (Respondent 15, interview in legal firm, January 15, 2005). 
 
This new ability to potentially monitor all employees is considered a breach of privacy 
and a corruption of the trusting relationships management seeks to foster with 
employees.  ‘They obviously don’t trust me.  Why should I trust them?’ (Respondent 
15, interview in legal firm, January 15, 2005).   
 
Others believed that technology that allows for long distance communication is a 
positive development and should replace some work days, face-to-face meetings, 
and business travel.  Respondents believed that work-from-home days result in lower 
risk of becoming involved in a terrorist act carried out in Melbourne or on the public 
transport network.  Fewer face-to-face meetings reduces the need for business travel 
and for large gatherings of people from the one organisation.  According to a 
manager in a financial service firm, ‘Organisational meetings gather all of a 
companies important people in the one place at the one time.  Were a bomb to go off 
near one of these meetings the company is finished’ (Respondent 4, interview in 
financial firm, December 6, 2004).  Business travel was viewed as superfluous in 
modern business.  Air travel, in particular, is no longer a reasonable risk especially 
for high profile firms.  One such firm instructs employees who travel to not wear 
company insignia as this may inadvertently lead to their targeting by terrorists 
(Respondent 4, interview in financial firm, December 6, 2004).       
 
Respondents reported the fostering of a greater security awareness in their 
workplace.  This is encouraged by both management and the federal government’s 
‘Be Alert, Not Alarmed’ campaign.  This creates a security oriented culture.  
Management in organisations in large buildings are considering many methods to 
improve security including employee training, bomb detection technology and sniffer 
dogs, improved security screening, the use of permanent security staff instead of 
contractors, and close liaising with government authorities.  Such improvements are 
not successful in improving security without the full and informed support of 
employees (Respondent 4, interview in financial firm, December 6, 2004).  At the 
recent Safeguarding Australia Summit in July several speakers promoted the need 
for security professionals to take part in strategic level decision making in susceptible 
organisations and recommended the creation of a Chief Security Officer (CSO) to 
work alongside the Chief Executive Officer (CEO).  
 
Most significantly, the threat of terrorism has worsened feelings of anxiety and fear in 
workplaces in inner city Melbourne.  The attacks in New York, Madrid, and London 
has created perceptions of a riskier world.  Many believed that they would be safer at 
home; ‘no-one dies of terrorism in the home’ (Respondent 1, interview in retail firm, 
December 2, 2004).  Heightened anxiety and fear are not compatible with a happy, 
satisfying and stress-free working environment.  People working in inner city 
Melbourne believed traveling and attending work is when they are most vulnerable to 







In this paper public perceptions of the threat of terrorism are discussed and the 
impact on the workplace is examined.  The distinction between fear and dread is 
outlined and it is argued that Australians do not experience terrorism in the same way 
as New Yorkers and Londoners who have witnessed terrorist violence first hand.  
People in these cities fear the threat as they are aware of the consequences of 
terrorism.  They possess the knowledge they have survived and will again.  
Terrorism, in its occurrence, loses some of its terrifying and paralyzing qualities.  
Australians do not have the benefit of knowing the consequences of a terrorist act in 
our cities nor are we certain of survival.  There is no satisfaction of denying the 
terrorists a victory by carrying on business as usual, nor can it provide strength.  
Australians have only uncertainty, ambiguity, and a fear of nothing.  This is not fear; 
this is dread.  The attacks in Bali and London do not provide rationality to the “fear” 
as some would argue but rather deepens the dread creating a society characterised 
by hyperdread.  Whilst terrorism has occurred in Australia through minor acts, not all 
of which are officially acknowledged as terrorism, these acts are not formative of the 
psychic dread experienced.  Terrorism to Australians is exemplified by September 
11, the Bali bombings, and the attacks in Madrid and London.  Information about 
these events arrive in a mediated format intent on sensationalising the threat for 
economic gain whilst simultaneously providing terrorists with an unnecessary victory.  
This victory is most evident in the workplace where perceptions of the terrorist threat 
leads to widespread discrimination, increasing occupational stress, and significant 
cultural change.  If we are indeed fighting a “War on Terror” we are undoubtedly 
loosing.  We have entered an age characterised by intolerance, irrationality, and 
hyperdread.  The probability of an act of terrorism occurring in Australia is 
incalculably low.  Our only battle is against fear itself.   
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